T hose who care for the terminally ill and the dying carry a most demanding responsibility. Decades ago, one might have spoken of this work as a vocation. Some may do so still. A vocation, though, was usually addressed to an individual. Now, in our highly developed and privileged societies, care is most frequently bestowed upon the dying by many people, each complementing the knowledge and skills of others, often in highly organized interdisciplinary teams. Of course, care for the sick who are not dying is also largely interdisciplinary and interprofessional in our society. There is a difference, though, between caring for those who are sick only for a time, and will return soon to the routine rhythms of life in the city and the home, and caring for those who will never return to those rhythms and soon will die.
It is at the bedside of the dying, more than anywhere else, I would think, that the words of an unknown poet find their truth: "For the ego, the person, is a dream until my neighbour by his need creates it." To interpret these words, I turn to what a colleague said to me recently after I delivered a lecture at an international palliative care congress on what it means to have a mission at the end of the zoth century. I had found this lecture, both in its preparation and its delivery, one of the most demanding assignments I had ever faced. My Norwegian colleague grasped the reason when he said to me immediately after the lecture: "You weren't able to use just your ordinary stuff for that, were you. You really had to dig deep down inside yourself. You must be exhausted and you must feel very alone right now."
The precision of that perception shocked me. I did feel alone, but only in one sensei I felt lifted out of the ordinary routine flow of time and somewhat distant from those around me who were still in the ordinary flow of Wednesday evening time. Like everybody else, that's where I am usually. But during that lecture hour, and shortly afterwards, my time was so intensely focused and concentrated that individual moments seemed,to lose their monotonous separate identity and to become fused together in a unique new personal reality. That was a me, for a short while, synthesized and holding together in a way I had rarely known before. The effort to respond to the invocation addressed to me by the conference organizers, and by the dedicated peoplethe conference was designed to honour, forced me to activate and integrate latent and scattered parts of myself that otherwise would probably never have come together.
We need more than "just our ordinary stuff" when we care for those who soon will die. We indeed have to dig deeply into ourselves and muster an intense degree of personal and group integration to respond with any degree of adequacy to the existential anxieties and transcendent quests of the human spirit that may come to unique expression when persons are about to die. Human beings are persons, not just beings of this planet's biosphere, sharing the chemistry of life and the natural fate of evolution's progeny. More specifically, when we care for the dying, we can ill afford, personally and professionally, to be unclear, confused, or simply unthinking about what human beings can expereinece as the causes of their most intense suffering.
In an earlier editorial [2] , I cited Eric Cassell's position that persons suffer most profoundly when they face impending disintegration, and that this suffering continues until the threat of disintegration has passed, or until the integrity of the person can be restored [3] . Someone, whose name and historical period are unknown to me, captured this experience of personal disintegration in the following poignant observations and questions: "Time is passing .... It is getting late.... Will I ever be called? Am I not wanted by anyone, anywhere, at all?
Or do I just move across the floor, unattached, unbound, untied, tumble-weed ?" I think it is the impending sense of disintegration rather than the factual imminence of death that we, as persons, so abhor, and that provokes the intense anxiety and suffering we can experience -indeed, that we can only experience because we are persons-when we are about to die. As we know, some look upon death as a liberation, and it is an untimely death that many fear most.· Those who care for the dying grasp one aspect of death's untimeliness when they rail against inhumane efforts to postpone death technologically and to prolong life biologically at personal costs patients cannot bear. That, I take it, is the sense of the statement, generally presented as a principle of hospice and palliative care, that "Death is seen as a natural part of life and is acknowledged rather than seen as a failure or something which must always be fought against to the very end" [4] . A death can be untimely because it comes too late; because a powerful technology is marshaled to keep someone alive beyond the point when a person's time can be anything more meaningful than an unrelenting sequence of signals of deterioration.
It is profoundly depersonalizing to sense that one is nothing more than a sequence of moments signaling little more than one's impending disappearance. Unrelenting· pain and symptom distress can bind a dying person's consciousness to the fragmenting moment-after-moment passsage of his own time. If a person's time is bound to pain and distress, it cannot be used for anything else, it can't be integrated into a unique expression of joy; hope, peace, promise or forgiveness that would bind the person together and to someone else. So the great efforts of palliative medicine and palliative care to "control" pain and "manage" symptoms really serve the deeper existential purpose of freeing a dying person's time. This is so terribly crucial, when there is so little time left.
Freeing a dying person's time? Forwhat? The lines of Czeslaw Milosz's poem "Earth Again," quoted at the opening of this editorial, intimate a bold and almost incredible answer. The poet sings, rather than states, that certain moments of time can be so charged with life that they burst forth from entropy's downward sweep, escape death's gravitation, and hover above the course of biology and history as permanent signals of human transcendence. These moments, shaped together by the human spirit's highest concentrations of power, hold together and last forever, untouched by the biological pull towards decomposition of the person's body and its return to the earth. These are unique configurations of time, forever redeemed, whatever may happen afterwards; moments of time fused into a personal identity that will never pass away, even if there is no one around who remembers.
That's just a poem, some will say, andyou can do anything with words. The invocation to those caring for the dying is to dig down deeply into themselves and to see, just to see, whether it is possible, perhaps, for us as persons to do with real acts of presence and personal gift what the poet has done with words.
